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THE  "FRENCH"  DISEASE
Syphilis was a new disease; the literature about its nature and
treatment was hardly thirty years old. Contemporary astrologers
surmised that the conjunction of three planets in 1494 was
responsible for its epidemic appearance. The truth seems to be
that Spanish sailors brought the scourge from the West Indies to
Europe. But some say that the biblical "leprosy" was a form of
syphilis.
In those days the disease was merciless. The spirochetae had
not been domesticated in the human body, and produced pain-
ful and disfiguring ulcers. The flesh was literally eaten away
from the bones. Famous men, among them a pope, befouled the
air with the stench of suppuration. The venereal character of
the infection had been recognized very early, and the disease
was the more odious, as it was taken as a divine punishment
for sexual license. Virtuous Germans were quick to saddle the
French with the responsibility for this plague; yet its most
celebrated victim was the ardent German patriot, humanist,
and satirist, Ulrich von Hutten. He was consumed by one of the
most virulent forms of the disease. During a temporary remis-
sion of the attacks, which he attributed to treatments with
guaiac wood, he wrote a pamphlet in praise of this medicine,
Soon afterwards he died, for the treatment was futile. Paracelsus
wrote a small tract ridiculing both von Hutten and the remedy,
as a prelude to the big battle that was to follow.
Guaiac is a bush found in the West Indies. It also was called
"holy wood," since the native medicine men used its smoke
for fumigating. Today it still serves as a cough relief. Faithful to
the doctrine of signatures, European doctors believed that an
Indian wood ought to cure an Indian disease. They put their
patients in closed chambers and nearly suffocated them in the